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Concluding Communique on the
"Ethics of Biomedical Research
For a Christian Vision"
Ninth General Assembly of the
Pontifical Academy of Life
26 February, 2003

1. The Ninth General Assembly of the Pontifical Academy for Life took
place at the Vatican from 24-26 February. This year it was dedicated to a
crucial theme that has a strong social impact, "Ethics oj Biomedical
Research. For a Christian Vision".
It is evident that, especially in the recent decades, biomedicine has
developed in an extraordinary way, helped by the enormous progress in
technology and computer science that have vastly extended the
possibilities for experimentation on living beings and, especially on the
human being. There have been tremendous breakthroughs, for example, in
the fields of genetics, molecular biology, as well as in transplants and the
neurological sciences.
Today more than ever, among the factors that contributed to this
development, certainly biomedical research has been tnstrumental in the
progress of knowledge in this sector of medicine, as the Holy Father
himself recently pointed out: "It is a recognizedJact that improvements in
the medical treatment oJdisease primarily depend on progress in research"
(John Paul II, Address to oarticipants in the Ninth General Assembly of the
Pontifical Academy for Life. 24 February 2003, n. 2; ORE, 5 March 2003,
p.4).

2. In the present setting, every new discovery in biomedicine seems
destined to produce a "cascade" effect, opening up many new prospects
and possibilities for the diagnosis and treatment of numerous pathologies
that are still incurable.
Obviously, the acquisition of a growing technical possibility of
intervention on human beings, on other living beings and on the
environment, and the attainment of ever more decisive and permanent
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effects, obviously demands that scientists and society as a whole assume an
ever greater responsibility in proportion to the power of intervention. It
follows that the experimental sciences, and biomedicine itself, as
"instruments" in human hands, are not complete in themselves, but must be
directed to defined ends and put in dialogue with the world of values.
3. The primary agent of this continuous process of "ethical orientation" is,
unmistakeably, the human person. Indivisible unity of body and soul, the
human being is characterized by his capacity to choose in freedom and
responsibility the goal of his own actions and the means to achieve it. His
burning desire to seek the truth, that belongs to his nature and his specific
vocation, finds an indispensible help in the Truth itself, God, who comes to
meet the needs of the human being and reveals to him his Face through
creation, and more directly,· through Revelation. Thus God favours and
supports the efforts of human reason, and enables the human being to
recognize so many "seeds of truth" present in reality, and finally, to enter
into communion with the Truth itself which He is.
In principle, therefore, there are no ethical limits to the knowledge of
the truth, that is, there are no "barriers" beyond which the human person is
forbidden to apply his cognitive energy: the Holy Father has wisely
defined the human being as "the one who seeks the truth" (Fides et ratio, n.
28); but, on the other hand, precise ethical limits are set out for the manner
the human being in search of the truth should act, since "what is technically
possible is not for that very reason morally admissible" (Congregation for
the Doctrine of the Faith, Donum Vitae. n. 4). It is therefore the ethical
dimension of the human person, which he applies concretely though the
judgements of his moral conscience, that connotes the existential goodness
of his life.
4. In the commitment to research and to recognize the objective truth in
every creature, a particularly important role falls to scientists in the area of
biomedicine, who are called to' work for the well-being and health of
human beings, the ultimate aim of every research activity in this field must
be the integral good of man. The means it uses, must fully respect every
person's inalienable dignity as a person, his right to life and his substantial
physical integrity.
Against any false accusation or misunderstanding, let us repeat in
communion with the Pope, John Paul II, that: "The Church respects and
supports scientific research when it has a genuinely human orientation,
avoiding any form of instrumentalization or destruction of the human being
and keeping itselffreefrom the slavery ofpolitical and economic interests"
(Address to participants in the Ninth General Assembly of the Pontifical
Academy for Life. 24 February 2003, n. 4; ORE,S March 2003, p. 4).
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In this perspective, one must express the greatest possible gratitude
to the thousands of doctors and researchers of the whole world who,
generously and with great professionality, dedicate their energies every day
to the service of the suffering and the treatment of pathologies. Further, the
Pope recalled that: "all, believers and non-believers, acknowledge and
express sincere support for these efforts in biomedical science that are not
only designed to familiari ze us with the marvels of the human body, but
also to encourage worthy standards of health and life for the peoples of our
planet" (ibid. , n. 2).
5. For the reasons already mentioned, one can and must speak of an "ethic
of biomedical research" that, in fact, has been increasingly developed and
expressed in the last 30 years. Christian thought too has been able to make
its important contribution to this development, bringing to the fore certain
new problems in the light of its original anthropological vision.
Historically, at least two themes can be cited as an example of the ethical
attention the Christian community pays to the world of biomedical
research: the call for respect for the person when he/she is the subject of
research, especially in the case of experimentation that is not directly
therapeutic; the emphasis on the close bond between science, society and
the individual, which is at stake in the entire process of research.
6. Thus, in elaborating an itinerary for biomedical research that will respect
the true good of the human person, it is necessary for the synergy of the
different disciplines concerned to converge through an integrative
methodology, that will take into account the complex constitutive unity of
the human being. To this end, the proposal of the so-called "triangular
method" seems to be appropriate. It is divided into three stages: the
exposition of the biomedical data; the examination of the consequences for
the human person and the discernment of the values this factor brings to the
fore; the elaboration of the ethical norms that can guide the work of those
who are involved in a given situation, in accord with the meanings and
values that were previously identified.
7. Another theme of great importance in the context of biomedical research
is certainly that of therapeutic and non-therapeutic experimentation,
considered from the perspective of its application to the human being. It
involves many problematic aspects, both of a scientific and ethical nature.
It is indispensable, for example, to demand a high professional standard
from the researchers involved in the experimental project, and to adopt a
methodology that is rigorous in determining and applying procedural
criteria. Moreover, It is also ethically necessary that the person conducting
the experiment, with his collaborators, maintain total personal and
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professional independence with regard to possible interests (financial,
ideological, political, etc.) unrelated to the goal of the research, for the
good of the subjects involved and the genuine progress of humanity.
8. Besides, we want to reaffirm the need to do sufficient experimentation
on animals prior to the clinical experimental phase (the application on
human beings) that will enable researchers to acquire advance knowledge
of the possible harm and risks that this experimentation could have in order
to guarantee the safety of the human subjects involved. Naturally,
experimentation on animals also has to be carried out with the observance
of precise ethical norms to safeguard, as far as possible, the well-being of
the specimens used.
9. Special attention must also be paid to the treatment of human subjects
who undergo research who are especially "vulnerable" because of their
state of life, as the example of human embryos clearly illustrates. Because
of the delicate stage of their development, possible experimentation on
them in the light of current technological advances would involve a
very high - and therefore ethically unacceptable - risk of causing them
irreversible damage and even death.
The attitude some adopt concerning the legitimacy of sacrificing the
(physical and genetic) integrity of human beings at the embryonic stage in
order to destroy them, if necessary, in order to benefit other human
individuals is likewise totally unacceptable. It is never morally licit to do
evil intentionally in order to achieve ends that are good in themselves.
Moreover, it should be borne in mind that, although the human
individual at the embryonic stage deserves the full respect that is due to
every human person, human embryos are certainly not subjects who can
give their personal consent to experimentation that expoles them to grave
risks without the benefit of any directly therapeutic effect for themselves.
Therefore, any experimentation on the human embryo that does not have
the goal of obtaining direct benefits for hislher own health, cannot be
considered morally licit.
10. The current process of progressive globalization that involves the
whole planet and whose consequences do not always seem to be positive,
impels us to reflect on biomedical research under the heading of its social,
political and economic implications.
Given the growing limitation of the resources that are available for
the development of biomedical research, it is in fact necessary to pay great
attention to achieving a just distribution between the different countries,
taking into account the living conditions in the various parts of the world
and the emergence of the primary needs of the poorest and most harshly
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tried peoples. That means that all should be guaranteed the conditions and
minimal means so that they can enjoy the benefits deriving from research,
and develop and support an endogenous capacity for research.
11. At the legislative level, once again, we express the hope and the
recommendation that an international legislation with a unified content can
be arrived at, based on the values inscribed in the nature of the human
person. In this way, one could overcome the actual disparities which
frequently make possible the abuse and exploitation of the individual as
well as of entire peoples.
12. Finally, recognizing the enormous influence of the mass media in the
formation of public opinion and the important role they play in inspiring in
the broader public, expectations and desires that are more or less wellfounded, it appears ever more necessary that those engaged in the sector,
who choose to be concerned with the biomedical sector and with bioethics,
should be properly trained, both in the scientific and the ethical fields, to be
able to communicate the facts in simple, and concise language without
confusion or misrepresentation.
13. To conclude, the Pontifical Academy for Life, with great enthusiasm
and a deep sense of responsibility, desires to renew its commitment and
dedication to the cause of life, in sincere and respectful collaboration with
all who are involved in the field of biomedical research, as the Pope
himself said in his recent address to the Pontifical Academy for Life: " In
the area of biomedical research, the Academy for Life can therefore be a
point of reference and enlightenment, not only for Catholic researchers,
but also for all who desire to work in this sector of biomfidicine for the true
good of every human being" (ibid., n. 3). The Academy's principal task
continues to be to make available to the Church, to society at every level,
and, especially, to the scientific community, its own "statutory" service of
study,formation and information, in the attempt to identify and to point out
to the whole of society the values rooted in the dignity of the human person
that are indispensable if we aspire to the true good of every person and of
the whole person, with the goal of deducing from them the ethical
directives that can guide those involved in this field in their daily
endeavour.
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